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     John 9:1-41


Since we’re in the middle of Lent, I think it’s fitting to begin this sermon with a confession.  I really struggle with keeping my house clean.  I can get very discouraged about this when I go to other people’s houses and see how much cleaner they are.  But then I remind myself that I am actually a much better housekeeper than I used to be.  A few years back I had a real turnaround thanks to Fly Lady.


Do any of you know who Fly Lady is?  Do any of you follow her system for house cleaning?  And have you seen big results?  Well for those of you who don’t know what I’m talking about, here’s a brief explanation.  Flylady.com is a website which has been authored since 1999 by a woman in North Carolina named Marla Cilley.  It is aimed at people who are suffering from “CHAOS”, or “Can’t Have Anyone Over Syndrome.”  I first learned about the site from my sister-in-law, Carla, and I was a member of the on-line group connected to the website for about two years.  There are currently over 435,000 members of the site, so there’s something about the system Fly Lady proposes that works.


There’s a number of aspects of the Fly Lady system that make a lot of sense.  In fact, I’ve even considered preaching an entire Fly Lady sermon series.  But, the one that I want to talk about today is the foundation of the entire system, and that is shining your sink.  If you join Fly Lady, you receive an email every morning and every night that says, “Have you shined your sink?”  The idea behind that reminder is simple.  When your house is really mess, and when it’s been messy for a long time, it’s hard to start cleaning because it’s such a big job and you don’t know where to start.  So, you begin by making a firm commitment to doing one thing, and one thing only.  You begin by emptying out and cleaning your kitchen sink.  The amazing thing is that one commitment makes a big change in your house.  If you commit to going to bed with a clean sink, you can’t leave your dirty dishes in there.  And if you need to put your dirty dishes in the dishwasher, then you have to unload the clean ones.  And pretty soon you find yourself wiping off your counters at the same time, and suddenly, your kitchen looks better.  And since your kitchen is, in Fly Lady’s words, the “heart of your house”, an improvement there encourages you to make small improvements in other parts of your house.  It sounds too simple to be true, but I can absolutely testify from my own life that making this one commitment to a small change affects the entire system.


I try to remember my experience with Flylady.com when I get discouraged about the possibility of making change in my life, in this church, in the world.  And I do get discouraged, on all of those levels.  It is so discouraging to find myself struggling with the same issues in my personal life, in my marriage, that I have tried to resolve for years, or when I find us stuck on things at this church that I know have been a source of debate for years, or when I read about the conflicts in Israel and Palestine, or in the middle East, or in Baltimore city, conflicts that have been going on for years at the cost of so many lives, when still resolution seems so far off.  When I think of all of these things that are so hard to change, I really struggle with feeling hopeless.  Do you ever feel that way?


When I start feeling this way, though, I find it very helpful to shine my sink.  I know that I’m risking trivializing the situation entirely when I say that, but hear me out.  I find it helpful to remember that making a firm, personal commitment to a small change has the ability to affect change throughout an entire system which otherwise seems overwhelming.  The more I’ve thought about this, the more it’s occurred to me that perhaps that’s what Jesus was all about, and what being a Christian is all about.  And the scripture we read today is a great illustration.


In this story, Jesus heals a man who has been born blind.  Although the story begins with the disciples’ strange assumption about the connection between sin and illness, the story really isn’t about the blind man—why he was blind or why he was healed.  The story is about how the world responds to his healing.  To put it simply, the people around the blind man just can’t deal with the fact that he’s been cured.  The story becomes comic, really, as the Pharisees haul the man into court time and again to quiz him about how he was healed.  They ask his parents who send them right back to their son.  Finally, in frustration, the formerly blind man says, “One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.”


The man is under incredible pressure to back down from that one statement—to agree that I couldn’t really be possible, to apologize for upsetting everyone.  But he won’t do that.  He can’t explain it, he can’t convince the people around him that it happened, he can’t even get his own parents to celebrate the miracle, but he can stand firm and declare:  This one thing I know.  I have changed because of my connection to Jesus.


I have occasionally wondered, when reading the healing stories of Jesus, about why he didn’t heal blindness in general—why did he just heal particular blind people?  Why didn’t he heal sickness in general instead of healing one or ten or a hundred sick people?  Why didn’t he introduce antibiotics, or set up health clinics?  I’m not sure if I know the answer to that question except to say that fundamentally, that wasn’t how Jesus worked.  He healed one person at a time.  


When people came into relationship with him, aspects of their lives fundamentally changed—they were healed from diseases, they changed their lives, they saw things differently.  But we miss the point of these healings if we read them only as private matters, as gifts that Jesus gave to particular individuals for their own encouragement or happiness.  This story isn’t just about this one man’s blindness, after all.  It’s about the blindness of the world around him.  And his healing, his sudden ability to see, upsets the entire system.  It becomes a diagnosis of the illness of the world, and it sends everyone into a tizzy of adjustment and re-adjustment as they try to understand how this change, how the reversal of the inevitable, re-defines their own potential, their own power, their own relationship to the divine.  


The story, I think, demands two responses from us.  First of all, we cannot be shy about what we have come to know to be true.  Because on some basic level, each of is like this blind man.  We each have a relationship with Jesus, however tenuous, however timid, and each of us has been affected by that relationship.  I know this because you’ve told me.  You’ve told me about dark times in your life when you felt like the lost sheep who the shepherd went out and found.  You’ve told me about your recovery from depression or addiction or abuse and how in that experience you came to understand Jesus, the resurrected savior, in a new way.  You’ve told me about risks you’ve felt able to take, acts of compassion and calls for justice that you’ve committed to because of your discipleship to Jesus.  Because I know these stories from your lives, and similar stories from my life, I don’t think, I KNOW that God is at work in the world.


But friends, these stories, these experiences aren’t just for you, and they aren’t just for me either.  We can’t just rejoice in our healing and go home.  We are called to stand up in front of the powers that be and proclaim:  this one thing I know, I was blind and now I see.  We need to testify today, and tomorrow, and all next week that we are here to stand up against despair, against inevitability, against hopelessness.  And we do so because we know that God has worked something in us.  That God has made a change in our lives, and that because we know that, we will always and forevermore know that change is possible.


There’s another demand in this story as well.  We need to be open to the possibility of change in the lives of the people around us too.  We, after all, may just as often play the role of the Pharisees in this sotry as we do the role of the blind man.  We order our lives around particular assumptions, and we will do almost anything to keep those assumptions in tact, to keep our world in order.  We need to keep our evyes open for the work of God in the lives of those we meet, and to step back and allow our lives to be re-arranged when they confront us with their own transformation.


Friends, God is at work in the world, healing, renewing, recreating us and all that is around us.  But we don’t have to admit it.  The truth is, we can hide what is happening inside us.  We can go about our daily lives pretending to still be blind, acquiescing to all of the forces and voices which politely but firmly suggest that things cannot change, that what is shall always be.  But we do so at a cost, a cost that I know all too well.


Some years ago, I was working at a New England congregational church.  I had started that job right out of Divinity School with a pretty clear sense of what my job was—I was the pastor of the church, the shepherd of my flock, and my job was to run the church and to take care of the people inside it.  But about five years into that job, my whole understanding of what the church is for, and what a pastor is for, started to get rearranged.  I realized that while my focus had been inward—towards maintaining the church and its members and pulling new people into it—that really, the focus of the church needs to be outward, just like Jesus’ was.  The point is not to pull people in and keep them happy there, the point is to send people out, equipped to continue Jesus’ working of loving and healing the world.  But I had no idea how to change the momentum of the church I served, a momentum that I knew I was fueling.


And then one night I had a dream.  I dreamt that I was pregnant, and that even though I was about to give birth, I still had to go to a meeting at church.  Somewhere during the course of the meeting, I left and gave birth, and then, after one of those fast-forward moments that happen during dreams, I was back in the meeting, contributing to the conversation, helping decisions get made, thinking to myself all the while, this is amazing, these people don’t even realize that I’ve given birth!  I felt proud of myself that I had been able to stay on task and complete the work I had to do that day.  But then, I looked down at my lap, and I realized I was bleeding, and the blood was soaking through my clothes.  


What are you giving birth to, right now?  You can hide it, in you want, but only at a cost, a cost which ultimately we cannot continue to pay or we will bleed to death.  What is happening inside you—what have you come to know or understand or question or consider or love?  What would it mean for you to claim that thing, and to declare it to the world?  Can you believe that doing so might just rearrange everything?  


Have you witnessed the power of love this week?  That matters to a world mired in cycles of violence.  Have you made a compassionate connection with someone who was hurting?  That matters in a world where there are too many people caught in cycles of poverty and deprivation.  Have you experienced something new this week?  Have you fallen in love, held a baby, seen a blooming crocus, tried something for the first time?  That matters to a world where too much seems inevitable, unavoidable and permanent.


This one thing I know:  God is at work in all of our lives.  Each day, there are worlds being discovered, children being born, cures being developed, all within the world of our human hearts.  These things matter—if we declare them, they will rock the world.  Examine your heart, examine your life, and pray for the power to discern what God is doing there.  And then, declare what you have seen.  What one thing do you know?
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